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Making visible ‘hidden’ intentions and potential choices: international
students in intercultural communication
Ly Thi Tran*
RMIT University, Melbourne, Australia
The study reported in this paper examines the experiences of Chinese and
Vietnamese international students in engaging in their institutional written
discourse at an Australian university. The study highlights the significance of
exploring the real accounts of the students as the ‘insiders’ and uncovering
students’ individual potential choices and intentions as their ‘seemingly unrecog-
nized’ values in producing their own texts in English as a second language. In
particular, based on international students’ reflection on their intentions and
potential choices in academic practices, the study signals how the taken-for-
granted institutional conventions may contribute to silencing or marginalizing the
possibilities for alternative approaches to knowledge and communication within
the higher education institutional context.
Keywords: academic writing; intercultural communication; international students
Introduction
A large body of literature has been concerned with the challenges facing students
from non-native English-speaking backgrounds in developing their communication
skills in English medium institutions (Berman & Cheng, 2001; Cortazzi & Jin, 1997;
Gao & Liu, 1998; Holmes, 2006; Li, 2005). In these studies, students’ intercultural
communication competence has often been linked to their participation in classroom
speaking activities rather than to their academic writing. In fact, academic writing is
a central practice in higher education and thus vital to students’ success in the
academia. International students’ process of adaptation and participation in the
written discourse of the institution is an integral part of their university life.
A substantial stream of research was conducted into international students’
writing experiences in English medium institutions (Basturkmen & Lewis, 2002;
Ferguson, 1997; Fox, 1994; Hinds, 1987). However, the focus of these studies has
mainly been on the impacts of cultural values on international students’ writing and
their struggles to accommodate the dominant conventions of academic writing in
these institutions. Students’ own reflection on their underlying reasons, potential
choices and concerns embedded in their process of writing, and communicating in
the institutional context has not been often highlighted. These accounts offer insights
into how international students from cultures such as China or Vietnam negotiate
their participation in the institutional discourse and achieve ‘returns’ on their
investments (Norton, 2001) in their courses in the host universities. These aspects
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thus provide critical perspectives in understanding intercultural practices within the
institutional context as well as the ways to best facilitate international students’
participation in written discourse.
The case study reported here aims to unpack the factors underpinning the specific
ways of meaning making of Chinese and Vietnamese international students in two
disciplines, Education and Economics, at an Australian university. Employing a
modified version of discourse analysis, talk around text (Lillis, 2001) and positioning
theory (Harre´ & van Langenhove, 1999), this study indicates the value of examining
ways to get insights into the real accounts of the students as the ‘insiders’ or
‘producers’ in producing their own texts and uncovering students’ individual potential
choices and intentions as their ‘invisible’ or ‘seemingly unrecognized’ values in the
construction of texts. The paper also suggests the need to explore the silences in
current practices and research into students’ way of constructing knowledge in
intercultural communication. Its findings question some of the existing assumptions
made about international students’ writing based largely on the analysts’ or
researchers’ analysis of linguistic features of students’ texts.
This paper begins with a discussion of the key aspects related to international
students’ writing in institutional discourse. Next, how the talk around text framework
(Lillis, 2001) and positioning theory (Harre´ & van Langenhove, 1999) are adopted to
interpret data from the students will be elaborated. Finally, some of the main issues
emerging from the preliminary data from the talks around texts with Vietnamese and
Chinese international students in Education and Economics will be discussed.
International students and academic writing in institutional discourse
Entering the new context of higher education in Australian institutions, international
students may bring with them different expectations of academic writing from their
distinctive cultural traditions. Their different approaches to writing are marked by a
host of factors including the ways they have learnt to see the world, the ways of valuing
and constructing knowledge, the ways of communicating with the audience, and
organizing discourse in their cultures (Cadman, 1997; Connor, 1996; Fox, 1994;
McKay, 1993). According to Fox (1994, p. xviii), international students are bound
to different ways of seeing the world and this is inherent in their cultural assump-
tions and values, and communication norms. In the same vein, Ryan (2000, p. 11)
recognizes that as international students come from different cultures, they may prefer
different cognition and learning styles. For example, what tended to be considered
logical in knowledge construction in different cultures might not be similar (Fox,
1994; Ryan, 2000). From this perspective, it can be seen that international students
have been brought up with particular ways of interpreting and describing the world
and of reflecting this in their writing. There are, therefore, particular approaches to
knowledge in different cultures which may have impacts on international students’
interpretations of the ways to construct an argument in writing.
In line with Ryan’s view as discussed above, contrastive rhetoric (Connor, 1996;
Kaplan, 1966; Purves, 1988) is concerned with the preferred cultural patterns of
thinking and writing amongst students from different cultures. Kaplan highlights the
different rhetorical organizations of ideas in different writing traditions. Indicated in
his ‘doodles’ article in 1966 is the transfer of first language writing conventions to
second language writing practice. Kaplan’s research offers insights into how second
language texts are constructed. His article has, however, been disputed for generalizing
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the writing approach of different language groups, for example, all Asians as ‘Oriental’
who use an ‘indirect approach’ (Hyland, 2003, p. 46). In addition, Kaplan’s argument
about culture-specific patterns of writing appears to place much emphasis on
rhetorical styles while leaving the influence of the culture-situated factors on forming
these rhetorical styles unexplored (Connor, 1996).
Within the discourse of English medium institutions, students’ cultural norms
may be exercised and reproduced in diverse ways. Hence, there is a need to ‘move
beyond merely discovering, describing, and thus perpetuating cultural differences
as given’ (Kubota & Lehner, 2005, p. 138). Moreover, Stephens (1997) argues that
writing norms themselves are shaped by culture but culture is not a ‘set’ or ‘fixed’
construct. Within this study, although trends in Vietnamese and Chinese writing
traditions (see, for example, Ferguson, 1997; Hinkel, 1997; Mohan & Lo, 1985; Phan,
2001) need to be acknowledged, placing too much emphasis on them as the only
explanation for students’ writing experience may easily lead to stereotyping. Rather,
in light of Littlewood’s (1999, p. 83) suggestion, cultural assumptions should be
viewed as ‘possible clues’ for our interpretations of students’ particular ways of
writing. By involving students in reflecting on their specific instances of meaning
making, the study aims to offer the grounding to unpack the ‘deeper’ aspects of
Chinese and Vietnamese students’ writing practice. It sets out to avoid simplifying
and stereotyping national or cultural characteristics of Vietnamese and Chinese
students. This view recognizes the significance of listening to individual students
talking about their own texts, which is at the center of Lillis’ (2001) framework. This
framework informs the research design of this study.
In recent years, there has been some research dealing with the cross-cultural
issues in academic writing facing Vietnamese students (Ferguson, 1997; Phan, 2001)
and Chinese students (Hinkel, 1997, 1999; Mohan & Lo, 1985), but these studies tend
to examine the Vietnamese or Chinese rhetorical norms in comparison to the English
ones. Hence, as a further step, more research needs to be conducted to reflect on the
students’ cultural and personal writing values and examine the students’ negotiation
of these values and the particular conventions of the target discourse in Australian
institutions. Therefore, this study attempts to respond to this gap of the literature by
exploring how Chinese and Vietnamese international students mediate between
different values and approaches to academic writing and what lies behind their
intentions of meaning making within the institutional context.
The aspect of student’s personal desire and intentions underpinning their writing
practices appears to be an area left largely unexplored in the context of higher
education. Ivanic (1997), Lea and Street (2000), and Lillis (2001) are examples of
writers who criticize academic discourses in higher education as being represented as
fixed and homogenous. Lea and Street’s (2000, p. 22) work indicate that in the UK
higher education institutions, inadequate attention is paid to students’ individual
practices. From Lillis’ perspective, within the current institutional practice, the
language of students is often made visible and problematized while ‘the language of
the disciplines and the pedagogic practices in which these are embedded usually
remains invisible.’ That is, according to Lillis, what is valued by a particular discourse
community remains implicit in its pedagogic routine and is encoded in wordings
which are assumed to be transparently meaningful rather than being explicitly taught
to students. Lillis claims that this represents the model of teaching and learning as
implicit deduction. In particular, there seems to be little space for students’ voice and
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personal experience to be recognized in the academia, as suggested in Lillis’ (1997,
2001) research. This study is an attempt to respond to this gap in the literature.
Research framework
The work reported in this paper is related to a larger case study conducted with
international students in two disciplines, Economics and Education, at an Australian
university (Tran, 2007). Lillis’ (2001) framework for exploring students’ writing has
been employed as the main tool for data collection and data analysis of this study.
I called for voluntary students to take part in this case study. The international
students, this paper focuses on, were chosen because they met the research criteria of
this study: they were Chinese and Vietnamese international students enrolled in
Master of Education and Economics and were willing to reflect on their experiences
of writing their first text at the Australian university. Each student participant was
invited to an one-hour interview in which he/she was asked to reflect on his/her
experience in writing the first text for their course at the Australian university. The
first essay, the students constructed at the Australian university has been chosen to
focus on in this study since it may be the place where students often have to struggle
to mediate their understandings of the conventions in the new learning context and
their own values of writing. The talk around text aims to engage students in an
exploration of their experiences of writing these texts and mediating between their
own values and the institutional requirements in writing. In addition to the talk
around text, in-depth interviews were conducted with the students as they progressed
through the course six months later. Other sources of data collected for the study
includes students’ texts, course guidelines, and written assignment guides.
The underlying belief of Lillis’ framework is that study about students’ academic
writing needs to be centered on students’ written texts and what is involved in their
account of writing these texts (Lillis, 2001). Lillis’ heuristic largely draws on the
critical discourse analysis theory introduced by Fairclough (1992). That is, students’
writing has been looked at from three dimensions including the texts, interpretation
of the language of the texts in relation to the conventions and explanation of the
relationship between the discursive processes and the social practices governing
the conventions (Fairclough, 1992). Lillis’ research tool includes three levels: text,
context of situation, and context of culture. Central to the first level, the level of text
are the dimensions of authorship, authorial presence, and authority. The issue of
authorship, in Lillis’ framework, is embedded in two questions: What can the
student-writers say? and What do the student-writers want to say?. Lillis has used
these questions as the tool to unpack the student-writers’ authorship in writing, that
is, what they are doing in their writing, their personal desires, and the institutional
regulations, with regard to the content of students’ writing. The questions beginning
with How: How can the student-writers say it? and How do the student-writers want
to say it? help to reveal the student-writers’ presence in their writing. According to
Lillis (2001, p. 50), the content of writing is both reflected and constituted in specific
wordings. The ways students express the content in specific wordings and create
meaning help to make their authorial presence visible in written texts. The notion of
authority is bound to the questions: Who can the student-writers be? and Who do the
student-writers want to be?, which help to reflect the their feelings about the type of
person they can be and they want to be in their academic writing. These three
dimensions are intimately linked to each other. The student-writers’ identities
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embedded in their own writing are related to the content, what they mean, and the
specific language, how they mean it.
Lillis’ framework has been adapted to suit the context and research aim of the
study, which explores the experience of international Chinese and Vietnamese
students in mediating different values in academic writing. In this study, rather than
the ‘who’ questions (Who can you be/who do you want to be), the ‘how’ and ‘what’
questions have been more focused and the ‘why’ questions have been added. This
aims to understand students’ negotiation of different interpretations of academic
writing through what/how they think they are required to write (How/what can you
say) and what/how they desire to write (How/what do you want to say). The ‘why’
question (Why do you want to say like that/Why can you write like that) helps to
unpack the underlying factors influencing why students wrote in a certain way as
revealed through their texts (Tran, 2007). Through the students’ response to the ‘why’
questions, their identities are also revealed. A modified version of Lillis’ framework
used in this study can be seen in Figure 1. In addition, in the pilot interviews, Chinese
and Vietnamese international students seemed to reflect on their experience more
comfortably and clearly through the why questions (Why do you want to say like
that/Why can you write like that) rather than the who questions (Who can you be/
Who do you want to be). For those reasons, the ‘who’ questions in the original
framework have been replaced with the ‘why’ questions for this study.
Positioning theory (Harre´ & van Langenhove, 1999) has been used to assist Lillis’
model for the analysis of students’ writing experiences and their voices within
the institutional structures. Positioning theory explores how individuals position
themselves and others in discourses. This theory highlights the aspects of dominant
discourse rules and conventions, rights, duties, and obligations in discursive practices
(Harre´ & van Langenhove, 1999). Central to positioning theory is the notion of
personal agency, which is related to how individuals make choice in institutional
discourses. Within this study, positioning theory allows an exploration of how the
Chinese and Vietnamese students exercise their personal agency through making
choice among different ways of meaning making, accepting, accommodating, or
rejecting dominant conventions. Positioning theory can thus be used as an analytical
tool to complement Lillis’ heuristic for exploring how students position themselves
and their institutional practices.
There are three main forms of positioning which arise from the students’ accounts
of writing within the institutional structures in this study: situations of self-
positioning, situations of forced self-positioning, situations of deliberate positioning
of others. Self-positioning arises when one wishes to express his/her personal agency
Figure 1. The modified version of Lillis’ framework (cited from Tran, 2007).
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in order to achieve a particular goal in discursive practice (Van Langenhove & Harre´,
1999, p. 24). With regard to forced self-positioning, Van Langenhove & Harre´ (1999,
p. 26) propose that it is different from deliberate self-positioning in that ‘the initiative
now lies with somebody else rather than the person involved.’ In the case of this study,
forced self-positioning is related to how the students position themselves in the ways
they think they are required by their lecturers or their subject disciplines. Other
positioning is that one’s intentional positioning of oneself in a certain way can lead to
the positioning of someone else in the correlative position (Van Langenhove & Harre´,
1999).
Talks around texts with Chinese and Vietnamese international students
This section will focus on the students’ accounts of writing their first texts for their
Masters courses at the Australian university. For the purpose of preserving their
anonymity, the students in the study are referred to as Xuaˆn, Ying, and Lin. Xuaˆn is
Vietnamese while Ying and Lin are Chinese. Xuaˆn and Lin undertook their Masters
in Education while Ying was enrolled in Masters of Economics. The texts Xuaˆn and
Lin talked about were their first assignments for the first subject on second language
development. Xuaˆn chose the topic, ‘How age factor influences second language
acquisition’ whereas Lin’s essay was about the impacts of motivation on second
language acquisition. Ying decided to work on the topic: strategic human resource
management can create sustainable competitive advantages for organizations, for her
first assignment at the Australian university. There were a number of aspects of the
students’ reflection on their own writing experiences and mediating processes to
engage in the institutional discourse. However, in order to keep this discussion at a
manageable level within the limited scope of this paper, I focus mainly on the main
themes from my preliminary data about the ways Ying, Xuaˆn, and Lin communicate
their ideas in some instances of their texts.
Xuaˆn
Xuaˆn longed for some space for being creative in academic writing. For her, writing
this assignment was like a struggle between different values and in order to be present
in the institutional discourse, a compromise of her personal aspiration in writing had
to be made at some points.
Below is the introduction of her essay:
When age factor is mentioned in regarding to the learning of second language, there is a
common belief that ‘the younger, the better’ . . . This paper will examine the existence of
the critical period for the acquisition of second language phonological and syntactic
system and consider other factors that affect the differences between children and adults
in second language acquisition. (Xuaˆn’s essay)
Xuaˆn commented on her way of writing this paragraph:
I start with something very general and then the next sentence will be less general and
the next sentence will be more specific and then I come to the thesis statement . . . But
I mean sometimes when I wrote something, I want to put an anecdote to it but I think is
it safe to write this way? . . .But then in academic writing, they always structure, because
when I learn IAP (Introduction to Academic Program), they tell us like this is the way
you write it, like for example this is the introduction, you start with something very
general and then it’s like a triangle with the point to the bottom. So usually we think
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it’s safe to go with that way rather than try something different and you don’t know how
your lecturer is, whether she is very strict, for example very conservative, and then he or
she think okay this is a piece of formal assignment and he or she did it like an article on a
magazine or newspaper. Yeah, many many times I also think that why do I just keep to
the old style, I like to change, I like to be creative but I think okay then . . . (Xuaˆn’s talk
around text)
In the above quote, Xuaˆn implied that she actually followed the institutional
convention and went from the general background to the specific idea she wanted to
focus in her essay. Despite her adaptation, she showed her desire to go beyond the
convention, for example, to include an anecdote in academic writing. Based on the
dimensions highlighted in Lillis’ talk around text model: How/what she can(not)
write; How/what Xuaˆn wants (does not want) to write, there seems to be a tension
between what she felt to be the need to comply with the deductive pattern that is
accepted as ‘standard’ in academic writing in her institutional context and her
personal desire in meaning making. Her preference for being creative in ways of
meaning expressions appeared to be challenged and contradicted by her new
interpretation of academic writing she learnt from the Introduction to Academic
Programs (IAP) course. Xuaˆn positioned herself (Harre´ & van Langenhove, 1999) as
someone who was both interested in trying creative ways of writing and at the same
time deeply aware of the conventional way of expressing ideas in her community. She
exercised personal agency through accommodating her interpretation of the
institutional writing requirement (Leki, 1995) in order to be successful. This reflected
how her understanding of the institutional convention positioned her writing (Lea &
Street, 2000; Liddicoat, 1997). Xuaˆn chose ways of constructing meaning in light of
new interpretations in the attempt to gain access to the academic world. That belief
was inherent on the surface of her writing but what seemed invisible from her writing
was her desire for her own creativity. Xuaˆn cherished her preference even though on
the surface, she forced self-positioned (Van Langenhove & Harre´, 1999) as a student
who conformed to what she perceived as being required of her in terms of academic
writing.
What made Xuaˆn’s account more compelling was her awareness of the significance
of the lecturer’s personality to the evaluation of her assignment. She appeared to
other-position her lecturer as someone whose expectation and personality were
powerful in shaping international students’ writing and in order to gain entry into her
institutional discourse, she needed to be able to interpret these. Within the context of
the institution highlighted in positioning theory (Harre´ & van Langenhove, 1999),
Xuaˆn’s positioning and overriding concern about the safe way of writing in her
academic community illustrated how institutional practice was represented with its
regulations as a gatekeeper to students’ academic writing. Her experience in the above
specific instance of meaning making also revealed that in her perception, the agency
and power she could be allowed to exercise within the institutional practice was quite
limited.
Xuaˆn explained what she valued in terms of writing: ‘I think most of this is
affected from my personality, from my point of view about writing.’ At secondary
school, she used to have some poems and stories published in Vietnamese magazines.
She also mentioned that she loved writing with inspiration. Therefore, looking at
academic writing practice from her own individual lens, Xuaˆn tended to view the
institutional convention as somewhat boring and not very creative. Talking about
what she wanted to mean in academic writing, she revealed:
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I don’t know whether it is compulsory for a piece of literature review or essay that you
have to state the thesis statement in the introduction . . . That is one of the things that
sometimes I want to change, sometimes I want to say that this is what I am going to say
but in order to know the result, you have to read through until the conclusion. I think
this is more interesting because when you read the story, you want to know the result,
what happen in the story, then okay, that’s very boring, I think you need to process it, to
see how people resolve the problem, what makes the content of the story, then up to the
climax and something like that and will try to see how people resolve the problem, what’s
the result at the end. (Xuaˆn’s talk around text)
Learning about and analyzing stories and poems was an important part of her
previous schooling in Vietnam. Furthermore, as indicated in the literature (Phan,
2001), Xuaˆn came from the Vietnamese schooling background where the boundary
between writing in general and academic writing seems blur. Her language choice in
the above quote indicated that she drew on her voice as experience (Lillis, 2001, p. 45)
in literary study from her Vietnamese school in her struggle in academic writing at
the Australian university. Her educational background possibly influenced how she
constructed her academic identity in her discipline. Xuaˆn’s struggle was bound to her
desire to write creatively and the ‘structured’ way of writing she was expected to
perform at the Australian institution.
Ying
Ying appeared to be very explicit in stating the argument and signposting the main
ideas in the introduction of her essay. She was aware of the institutional requirement
in terms of communicating ideas directly in academic writing and what she needed
to do in order to be successful. However, for Ying, this meant that she had to
conform to the institutional demand even though she did not believe that this was a
sophisticated and effective way of writing. Below is the introduction of Ying’s first
text at the Australian university, where she put forward her main argument:
According to a 2002 Business Review Weekly survey, 86% of the respondents rated the
‘Ability to recruit, develop and retain talented people’ as the No. 1 contributor for
business success. This is an encouraging message to people who devote themselves to
HRM and a call for more to be done. In this essay, I will support the argument that
strategic HRM (SHRM) can create sustainable competitive advantages for organizations
through discussing the importance of human resource planning (HRP) and human
resource development (HRD) followed by an examination of three barriers which stand
in the way of the organizations in adopting SHRM. (Ying’s text)
The following excerpt revealed insights into Ying’s perception that the way of
writing in the above passage which she considered to be direct was not actually what
she valued:
Usually I write from a reason background to develop my own argument or my point at
the last. I give out all the reason information, that’s why I have this point. I don’t give my
point first and explain it, usually that’s not my way of thinking . . .Maybe not my
intention, just my habit of writing indirectly. I’ll change because if I always write that
way, I’ll feel worried and also because I need to accept the requirement, the pattern: put
the point first and then you explained it. Yeah, in the beginning it’s hard, not because
I don’t know the point, just I am not used to this writing style and I feel it boring, always
put the point here and then I’ll tell you, because blah blah blah. Um, I don’t like it, yeah.
(Ying’s talk around text)
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Ying did not seem to find it reasonable to state the major idea first and then explain
it, which she implied to be the ‘Western’ style or pattern of thinking. Her reflection on
her writing supported the argument by Fox (1994) and Ryan (2000) that what tended
to be considered logical in knowledge construction in different cultures might not be
similar. Ying further revealed after engaging herself into the institutional practice
and being clear about the institutional demands thanks to the advice from the
language support officer, she still found it hard to adapt her interpretations to writing
her own text. In light of Lillis’ (2001) heuristic, there was a mismatch between how
Ying thought she was expected to write (How can you say it) and how she wanted to
write (How do you want to say it). This linked to the mismatch between her intention
in expressing ideas and her personal value.
Ying felt anxious about her habitual indirect way of expressing opinions. She
identified it as ‘the problem of my essay writing’ and recognized it might interfere
with her academic result. Thus, she felt a strong urge to exercise her agency through
changing her current style and conforming to the institutional requirements. The way
her agency came into being was largely regulated by the lecturer’s expectation or the
institutional convention as being understood by Ying. Within Lillis’ framework, this
showed how the dominant addressivity, in this case the influential role of lecturer and
institutional expectation, shapes the meanings that the student (doesn’t) make. This
was an instance of forced self-positioning, which Harre´ and van Langenhove (1999)
referred to as how an individual self-positioned in a particular way, which is initiated
by an obligation from an outside force. In other words, Ying forced self-positioned as
someone who wanted to shift her ways of writing toward what she did not value but
felt she needed to respond to in her discipline.
Lin
Lin did not tend to accommodate what she interpreted as the institutional
requirement but seemed to draw on her personal voice, which was shaped by her
experience of writing during her college days in China. In the introduction of her
essay, she signaled what she was going to discuss in the development by posing an
indirect question:
This paper, by focusing on this classical model of L2 motivation, tries to find out
whether the integrative vs instrumental model can be applied to all L2 learning contexts
(SL and FL), and if it is always true that integrative motivation prevails over
instrumental motivation or other possible motivational sub-factors in all contexts.
(Lin’s text)
In the middle of her essay, Lin examined the differences between second language
and foreign language contexts. Next, she reviewed Gardner and his associates’ study
on integrative/instrumental motivational construct. Then, she discussed current
research conducted by different researchers who questioned Gardner’s traditional
integrative/instrumental motivational model. Finally, she concluded her written text
by emphasizing that ‘Now, the two questions raised at the beginning of this paper can
probably be answered.’ In the talk around the text, Lin explained her intention in
choosing such a circular way to express her ideas:
At first, I have already had my own decision of what I am going to say though I didn’t
make it explicitly but there’s an implication of it since I haven’t stated all the other
researchers’ ideas and I haven’t given my own . . . Yes, I haven’t argued my own and
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haven’t given any evidence to support, so it’s better for me, I mean for the sake of
readers’ understanding, it’s better for me just to throw a doubt on and gradually come to
a conclusion which is more, which sound more reasonable and persuasive. (Lin’s talk
around text)
As for Lin, she preferred just to ‘throw a doubt’ on the subject matter in the
beginning because she had not argued for it and thus had not created a solid
convincing position for it. In her view, for the sake of the reader’s understanding, she
should gradually lead the lecturer as her reader from the ‘doubt’ to the evidence and
then to the main argument. Regarding this point, Lin appeared to employ the
indirect approach to expressing ideas as assumed to be typical in Chinese
composition practice (Cortazzi & Jin, 1999; Hinkel, 1999).
Her logic in constructing meaning in such a circular way is, however, different
from the reasons underlying this communication style as argued by authors of
prominent research into Chinese written discourse. The culturally embedded
preference for writing indirectly in Chinese rhetoric is probably in part related to
the notions of objectivity and credibility in Chinese written discourse. It is the very
act of writing the text that enables the writer to be credited with authority and
knowledge. Therefore, there is little need for the writer to make an effort in explaining
the content, convincing the audience or ‘prove to be knowledgeable’ (Hinkel, 1999,
p. 92). The moral ideology underlying Chinese schooling practice (Barker, 2002;
Cortazzi & Jin, 1999) may result in an assumption made by the students that as the
master of knowledge, the teacher knows clearly what they are writing about.
Therefore, the need to provide detailed explanation or persuasion in writing where
the teacher is often the only audience of the written text seems unnecessary.
According to Scollon and Scollon (1995), the Chinese writer may bear in mind that
the reader often understands and shares with him or her, what he or she intends to
convey in the written work, so proof and overt persuasion tend to be unexpected or
even avoided. Under the common umbrella of the respect for the readers, Lin’s way of
constructing meaning is however not shaped by the spirit of these above assumptions.
Instead, she wished to lead the reader step by step to her argument rather than
‘jumping’ directly to it. Lin’s explanation indicates the complexities around the
student’s particular experience in meaning making under the taken-for-granted
cultural based communication approach. This is an instance of Lin’s self-positioning
(Van Langenhove & Harre´, 1999) as someone who strategically used her cultural
writing convention rather than merely following it.
Lin stressed that the practice of being direct was not unfamiliar to her since
she was taught by an American teacher during her college days in China. She said:
‘I have the idea that in English writing you have to, you do not beat around the bush
and finally you come to what you really wan to say’ (Lin’s talk around text). Lin
therefore demonstrated that even before coming to Australia, she had been very
aware of the linear approach to writing, which she assumed to be the style favored in
her discipline at the Australian university as well. She self-positioned (Van
Langenhove & Harre´, 1999) as someone who deliberately wrote the introduction in
a circular way, which she believed to be logical and appropriate although she seemed
to be fully informed of what was conventional in her institution.
Lin’s text and her discourse practice revealed in her account of writing these
specific parts, indicate that she exercised her personal agency by drawing on what she
personally valued in meaning making, which she revealed to be originally shaped by
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one of her teachers during her previous schooling. In light of the modified
framework, at the level of ‘context of culture’ (Lillis, 2001), the sociocultural practice
which Lin adhered to in her attempts of communicating her ideas was embedded in
her prior literacy background. In writing the introduction for her essay, she appeared
to other-position her lecturer as someone who could find her way of writing
understandable and acceptable (Van Langenhove & Harre´, 1999). However, in doing
so, she may put her writing at risk and adversely affect her chance of success in her
course since this appeared to be an unfamiliar way of writing in her institutional
discourse.
Discussion and concluding remarks
The students bring along with them new perspectives of the ways of communicating
their ideas into the institutional community. Their accounts raise the question
whether these unfamiliar ways of meaning making merit a place in academic writing
in Australian higher education and to what extent students’ power and desire for new
and alternative ways of meaning making in communication can be afforded within
the institutional practice. If the students think these ways of constructing arguments
are not welcome, for example, in some instances of writing of Xuaˆn and Lin, they
may exercise their agency by disguising their beliefs (Lillis, 2001) and resorting to
accommodating as a coping strategy (Leki, 1995) in order to engage in their
discourse community. As a result, what is often taken-for-granted as institutional
conventions may contribute to silencing or marginalizing the possibilities for
alternative approaches to knowledge and prevailing the seemingly homogenous
nature of institutions. The situated experiences of the students in this study reveal the
realities of what is occurring. The students’ comments on their writing, their self-
positioning and other-positioning of the institutional structure reflect more about the
superficial shifts they go through to respond to the institutional demands rather than
about the mutual transformative experiences. Hence, their writing process appears to
be somewhat like learning ‘How the West is done’ (Doherty & Singh, 2005).
The analysis above, thus, addresses the complexities of the struggles of interna-
tional students in communication in written discourse. The Chinese and Vietnamese
international students appear to demonstrate an awareness of the institutional
conventions at the Australian university. However, at the level of practice, their actual
construction of knowledge in written texts is variable and multilayer due to their
differences regarding their personal intentions, their individual experiences and
particular approaches to locating themselves in the new context. These aspects of
their struggles often seem to be hidden from the surface of their writing. For example,
these individual students have different desires, challenges, and reasons underlying
their indirect ways of writing the introduction but on the surface, it just simply appears
to be indirect or may be treated as language problem or language deficiency in the eyes
of their lecturers or readers. This indicates the complexities of how cultural norms are
meditated and reproduced in contested institutional discourse, which involves shifting
relations of power and the complex web of student subjectivity. Therefore, the students’
negotiation of cultural writing ways supports the view to avoid treating cultural
differences as given or fixed constructs (Kubota & Lehner, 2005; Littlewood, 1999;
Stephens, 1997).
Although non-native English-speaking students’ voices and experiences have been
a growing focus in recent research into communication and classroom participation,
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students’ own reflection on their potential choices and their chosen ways of writing in
specific texts has been little documented. The findings from the case studies reflected
in this paper indicate the need to explore in depth the reasons underpinning their
specific instances of making meaning in their texts. In addition, the talk around
text framework enables an exploration of not only the reasons underpinning their
specific ways of writing, but also their potential choices in constructing institutional
knowledge, which Lillis (2001, p. 51) refers to as ‘what the individual student-writers
might want to mean in a transformed socio-discursive space.’ Within this study, the
students’ reason underlying their way of communicating ideas in intercultural
academic writing, which they reveal in the talk around text, would otherwise remain
behind the scene without the opportunity for them to reflect on their writing journey.
This also suggests the need to question the assumptions made about students’ writing
only based on the outsider analysts ‘or researchers’ analysis of linguistic features of
students’ texts. Such insights into students’ voices and intentions underpinning their
writing help to increase the understandings of the diversity as well as complexity of
student’s accommodating process and their needs within the institutional context.
The students’ practices of meaning making revealed in this study indicated that there
seemed to be a need for the academics in English medium institutions to be more
aware and sensitive toward ways of enabling students to share their intentions and
personal wishes in how to mean in academic writing. Students should be made
welcome to participate in dialogs with their lecturers for mutual understandings and
mutual learning of each other’s values. This may be a valuable step in the inclusive
practices in higher education to help the university respond positively and flexibly to
different ways of communicating/grounding knowledge. This facilitates the emer-
gence of valuable and shifting discourses in higher education where diverse
dimensions of knowledge are incorporated and access to academic discourses is
opened up in flexible ways.
This case study is exploratory in nature and was conducted in a particular context
of Australian higher education, so its results cannot be generalized. However, it offers
interesting insights into the ‘invisible’ intentions and potential choices underpinning
the students’ ways of communicating ideas in academic writing. In order to obtain
further knowledge on these issues, a larger scale study may be conducted with
students from different cultural backgrounds in English medium institutions. In
addition, longitudinal studies can be conducted to investigate how students mediate
their writing and may shift their interpretations of academic writing as they progress
through their postgraduate courses and are more exposed to different ways of
meaning making.
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